16      BEYOND THE PALE OF THE RAILWAY
gently; if you were his enemy you hurl it on vindictively,
Thus the pile grows apace any way, and it is to be presumed
that his manes are appeased.
Near the village of Seruj we reach the outskirts of the
great plain of Mesopotamia. Its levels stretch away south-
ward as far as the eye can see. But our track edges still,
to the left and presently enters the hill country, the first
and lowest undulations of the great mountain range towards
the north.
It must have been on some of these spurs that the wrecks
of Crassus' army found refuge after their great defeat by
the Parthians in the year 53 B.C. Carrhae, which gave its
name to the battle, lay in the midst of the plains some
twenty-five miles to the southward, and the actual scene
of the fighting was some distance further south still: but
the beaten troops made for the mountains, their only asylum
from their pursuers ; and here the last cohorts were sur-
rounded* and forced to lay down their arms.
Carrhae was a place of ill-omen for the Romans, for only
300 years later another similar disaster befell them upon
the same ground. Here in the year 260 the Emperor
Valerian was defeated and captured by Sapor I, the King of
the Sassanid Persians, who had by this time inherited the
Arascid Parthians' domains. Roman accounts assert that
the hapless Emperor was flayed alive; but the Persians
more credibly relate that he was kept a prisoner, and
employed in building the great bridge across the Karun
river at Shushter.* Both accounts agree that after his
death his skin was stuffed, and preserved as a grim trophy
in the Palace at Seleucia Ctesiphon.
A short distance within the hills our track struck the
great metalled road that runs from Birijik to Urfa. It is
a road which, as far as it goes, might be called good in any
country : but only the Urfa half of it is completed ; it comes
to an untimely end not far from the point where we struck
at, which was somewhere about a third of the way to Birijik.
The remaining section, however, served us admirably, and
* The bridge is now broken ; but enough of it remains to reflect great
credit on its builder, whether he was actually the Emperor Valerian or no,